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On the morning of January 5th 1969, seven months before the start of the Northern Irish ‘Troubles’ 
the words “You are Now Entering Free Derry” appeared roughly painted on a drab gable wall at 
the junction of Lecky Road, Roseville Street and Fahan Street in the Bogside area of the city of 
Derry/Londonderry. A student activist and civil rights campaigner, author and political commentator 
Eamonn McCann takes credit for the slogan, the words were painted by John “Caker” Casey. 
McCann describes having seen a photo of student Free Speech protests in Berkeley College 
California where Lennie Glazer had written ‘You Are Now Entering Free Berkley’ at the height of 
the US civil rights movement in 1964. The slogan had been adapted and taken up by civil rights 
protesters in Derry/Londonderry and used since Oct 1968, during a civil rights march which the 
Northern Irish government attempted unsuccessfully to ban. The march ended in a violent stand 
off between police and demonstrators – who were calling for protection for the Catholic, largely 
Nationalist, community from the attacks of their Protestant, mostly Unionist, neighbours and an end 
to widespread sectarian discrimination within the region.
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When British PM James Callaghan visited the province in August 1969 the Free 
Derry Wall had been re-painted in white and the slogan professionally stencilled 
in bold black characters to the ire of British politicians, and local police. Within 
days and amid ongoing tensions the army were drafted in, initially to defend the 
beleaguered Catholics, but inadvertently sparking the thirty year conflict known 
as the ‘Troubles’. The motto became a symbol of the self declared autonomous region known as 
‘Free Derry’ (a no go area for police and British Army) which existed between 1969 and 1972.

Eamonn McCann “It became a nationalist expression meaning freedom from British Rule but at 
the time (Oct 68/Jan 69) it was an expression of internationalism. Its a good example of the way 
a slogan can be set down in one political context or one historical period, and over time it can 
change meaning.’ McCann (speaking in 2005 added) ‘now it means something very different 
because the situation in the area around that wall is now very different – particularly after Bloody 
Sunday, internment, and the hunger strikes.” 
 
The Northern Irish ‘Troubles’ kicked off in earnest from August 1969 in Derry/Londonderry, and 
Free Derry Corner witnessed some of its worst atrocities. From the Battle of the Bogside from 
12-15 August 1969 when loyalist marchers, catholic residents and the RUC clashed at Free Derry 
Corner, sparking the deployment of British Troops to the region to Bloody Sunday in 1972 when 
British troops opened fire with over 100 rounds of live ammunition and shot and killed 14 unarmed 
civilian demonstrators, most shot in the back as they fled from the scene.

Free Derry wall is today an historical landmark, a symbol of the enduring power of language, the 
desire for freedom and of a decades long fight for justice, a witness to history. The gable wall still 
stands today in Derry/Londonderry although the houses around it have been demolished, it is 
now visited by guided tours and has itself also become a site of reinterpretation with adaptations 
and reinventions which have moved to embrace a wide gamut of causes: it has come to stand 
for freedom & justice in general, with local muralists embracing everything from gay rights to 
humanitarian causes globally. 

In ‘Truth & Reconciliation’ the phrase becomes further de-territorialized, encouraging identification 
by all, accessible to all communities. Here importantly the wall stands at the dead end of an 
impassable space, with no entry possible, here we are not entering a geographical, territorial or 
spatial Free Derry London but a Free Derry London of another kind ‘Entering Free Derry London’ 
is the artists paradoxical formulation for the crossing of this elusive threshold: “With Derry/
Londonderry’s recent status as the UK City of Culture we thought it appropriate to acknowledge 
some of the city’s visual arts legacy in London. This text is also now part of world culture. I am 
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interested in the idea of this linguistic meme mutating from Berkeley California 
to Derry/Londonderry to London, ringing down the years and across political 
boundaries, acting as a testament to the enduring power of language and the 
impulse for freedom from oppression, an invitation to reinterpretation. From a 
city with two names to a name with two cities. Two cities that share a name and 
a discordant and entangled history. If the only road to reconciliation goes via the harrowing truth, 
then ‘entering free Derry’ is as important in London as it is in Derry/Londonderry. This work is a 
poetic text posing as a piece of grass roots propaganda or political sloganeering, used here to 
indicate the hope that the ideals of free speech and equity of civil rights for all communities, not just 
those of Northern Ireland, have moved towards the achievement of greater quality and equality, 
and to express the belief that further progress is possible. We wanted to honour the struggle of the 
Derry/Londonderry civil rights movement as well as acknowledging other contributions to the cause 
of truth and reconciliation in this work. To reflect on the long history of the, not always amicable, 
association between the two cities of London and Derry/Londonderry, and to welcome the opening 
of a new chapter of peaceful coexistence.”
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Derry/Londonderry, a town with two names, the Troubles and Bloody Sunday, 
a short chronology.

The city of Derry/Londonderry is inhabited by some 237,000 people. Catholics and Protestants 
divided over the city’s name have struck a compromise by using both names including the 
forward slash, a formal judicial review in London in 2009 ruled in favour of Londonderry, but 
the predominantly Catholic city council oppose the ruling. Derry is its ancient Irish name and 
Londonderry the Protestant planters name of 1613, symbolic of the city’s famous London Walls which withstood the 
siege of Derry in 1690, when Protestants triumphed over Catholics, a victory which is still celebrated to this day in over a 
thousand parades annually. 

1922- 1969
Since 1922 Northern Ireland was described by its Loyalist political leaders as ‘A Protestant state for a Protestant people’. 
In 1968, in contrast to the rest of the UK, in Northern Ireland voting rights were confined to ‘householders’ enfranchising 
Protestants/Unionists who held a virtual monopoly on social housing, property and jobs, through sectarian policies, at 
the expense of their Catholic/Nationalist neighbours. Catholics were further disenfranchised by gerrymandering and 
division of parliamentary boundaries and experienced discrimination in accessing employment and housing. Symbolic of 
these social divisions: when a bell rang out in Londonderry within the city walls, Catholics were obliged to leave the area. 
Catholic Civil rights groups formed mid 1960s. From 1966 escalating tensions between Catholics and Protestants led to 
widespread disorder. 
 
1969-72 
Early years of the Troubles. British Army deployed. Immediate deterioration of relations between British Army and 
catholic community reach a nadir in 1972. Rapid development of armed paramilitary groups and further violence.

1972-2010
Bloody Sunday is quickly followed by the discredited Widgery Inquiry of 1972 which excused the army and was 
denounced as a white wash, the issue simmered until after the resolution of the troubles with the 1998 Good Friday 
Agreement and the Saville Inquiry, which finally reported in 2010 and found, after 12 years and thousands of hours of 
evidence, that the army forces had indeed opened fire without justification on innocent protesters who posed no threat. 
David Cameron acting british PM issues official apology 2010.

The Saville Inquiry found “The firing by soldiers on Bloody Sunday caused the deaths of 13 people (another died later) 
and injury to a similar number, none of whom was posing a threat of causing death or serious injury,” “The immediate 
responsibility for the deaths and injuries on Bloody Sunday lies with those members of Support Company whose 
unjustifiable firing was the cause of those deaths and injuries.” British paratroopers “lost control”, fatally shooting fleeing 
civilians and those who tried to aid the civilians who had been shot by the British soldiers. The report stated that British 
soldiers had concocted lies in their attempt to hide their acts. Saville stated that the civilians had not been warned by the 
British soldiers that they intended to shoot. The report states, contrary to the previously established belief, that none of 
the soldiers fired in response to attacks by petrol bombers or stone throwers, and that the civilians were not posing any 
threat.” 

2013
UK City of Culture Derry/Londonderry.
BBC Panorama Nov 2013. Former members of clandestine British special forces units admit to extra juridicial killings of 
innocent Catholics. Confirming suspicions long held in Ireland. ‘Ex-soldiers: We killed civilians in hunt for IRA”. London 
Metro Nov 24.

2014
Across Northern Ireland disputes continue over flags, parades, marches, ‘peace walls’ run like giant cracks between 
divided communities. Proposals for an amnesty for members of British armed forces who might otherwise face 
prosecution are rejected by nationalists. These as well as the issue of suspected IRA terrorist ‘on the runs’ demonstrate 
the distance still to be travelled before trust and solidarity between these communities can be achieved.

28 February 2014.
The Police Service of Northern Ireland launches its own enquiry into Bloody Sunday in the wake of Saville Report. 
Billboards are posted around Derry/Londonderry calling for witnesses to come forward. However there seems little initial 
appetite for another lengthy inquiry.
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